Diathermy in Abdominal Disorders.
By C. E. IREDELL, M.D.
IN an account of the treatment of a patient suffering from leprosy published in the Lancet some years ago, reference was made to the action that diathermy appeared to exercise in stimulating intestinal movement. In this patient an attempt was made to produce hyperthermia in the liver and spleen, with the idea that if leprous deposits existed in these organs diathermy might exercise as beneficial an effect on them as it had done on the enlarged and painful ulnar nerve. No obvious effect was expected or observed on either organ, but a rumbling sensation was produced in the abdomen during treatment, and one or more actions of the bowels followed in the course of the following few hours. This took place even if pills and white mixture had previously been taken with satisfactory results the same morning, and the patient did not expect any further action would result until the following day. The method adopted was to place the two electrodes, each about 6 in. square, so that the spleen lay between them, one electrode being situate on the abdomen and the other on the back. The current was then switched on and increased until a feeling of warmth under the electrodes was produced. It was continued for twenty minutes, and the liver was then treated in the same way. The hot wire ammeter registered about 2 amp.
Since then this treatment has been used in thirty-four cases. The length of each treatment has in many cases been extended from the forty minutes above mentioned to one hour, and in periods ranging from one week to several months. It was given three times a week or even more frequently. These thirty-four cases may be divided into two groups, the first of which contains those cases in which abdominal symptoms only are present, and the second those in which they are absent or of apparently secondary importance.
The first group consists of nineteen cases, comprising five cases of constipation, in which pain, if present, was slight, seven cases of abdominal pain due to adhesions after colectomy and other operations; three of constipation with neurasthenia; two of chronic colitis; and one each of lienteric diarrhoea and persistent vomiting. All these cases had undergone a great deal of medical treatment, and may fairly be classed-as severe. In all there was distinct improvement, usually within a week of beginning treatment. Two of the cases of constipation call for special notice. One patient had been admitted to the hospital under the care of the late Mr. L. A. Dunn, for what was thought to be intestinal obstruction. She recovered without a surgical operation, but remained very constipated, her bowels being opened only when purgatives were given three times a day. A bismuth meal showed that there was distinct iliac and colonic delay, -bismuth reaching the sigmoid flexure one hundred hours after administration. She was very thin, had pronounced pigmentation round the eyes, and a very muddy complexion. Diathermy was started, and it was found three days later when the purgatives were stopped that she continued to have a daily motion. Three weeks later the treatment was discontinued, and it was found that she still had a daily motion. Another bismuth meal was given, and all trace of it was found to have gone twenty-two hours later. The other case was that of a patient who had been in the hospital for over a year for constipation, and on her discharge her report states that she was much better than she was on admission, and that she was having a motion of the bowels once a week after three enemata. Three years later diathermy was commenced, and the interval of one week which had remained the same during that time was reduced after three months' treatment to four days, and she felt correspondingly better for this improvement. In the case of the seven patients suffering from abdominal adhesions the relief of pain was immediate, the intervals between the attacks became-longer, and int all except one the pain seems to have completely disappeared in a few weeks. Unfortunately relapses occurred in at least three of the cases, and another course of treatment became necessary. In the three patients suffering from neurasthenia the constipation was apparently cured, and the other symptoms improved. The two patients suffering from colitis-one of the mucous variety and the other of the colitis following dysentery-both recovered. The diathermy at first produced an increase in the quantity of mucus passed; this soon subsided, and after three or four weeks the condition cleared up completely. The patient suffering from vomiting after every meal improved directly treatment was started, and when last seen after a course of twenty-nine applications had had no vomiting for eight days. The patient suffering from lienteric diarrhcea states thas he was much improved by a course of treatment.
The second group consists of fifteen cases in which abdominal symptoms are absent or of only secondary importance. In one case the patient, suffering from acute rheumatoid arthritis, has given such a good account of the effect of the treatment on him that I reproduce it in his own words, especially as it is typical of what is experienced by most patients undergoing diathermic treatment:-" I felt a general improvement from treatment, but find it hard to indicate precisely in what direction. The chief points were (1) Great improvenment in my cough, which up to the time of treatment lhas been troublesome. *Coughing was considerably less, and such as there was, was produced naturally and without strain or pain in the chest. I also found I could sneeze freely and fearlessly.
(2) Previous -to treatment I had had blue fingers in the morning but lnot since.
(3) A feeling of ease in the stomach, previously lacking, and improvement both in regularity and quantity of motions.
(4) My ankles have become normal. I further note that I seldom felt immediate benefit at the conclusion of the day's treatment, nor generally did I feel any increase of warmth during treatment. Moisture generally collected in beads on the electrodes where in contact with the skin, but beyond warmth in hands and sometimes flushing of the face little increase of heat was apparent. On no occasion did I feel warmth within."
The improvement in the circulation of the fingers was noticed by several patients, and especially in two who were being treated for Raynaud's disease. Several weeks' continuous treatment produced no beneficial effects of any sort on patients suffering fiom splenomedullary leukaemia, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis and progressive muscular atrophy. Three cases of asthma were treated, of whom one had only two applications. The other patients were improved as regards their general health, but the number and severity of the attacks were little, if at all, affected by treatment, and it is interesting to note that in one patient exophthalmic goitre actually developed while she was undergoing a course of diathermy. One patient, weighing 18 st. and suffering from an ulcer of the leg, was a good deal better for the treatment, apparently owing to the improvement in her general condition, and one patient who suffered from attacks of unconsciousness, said to be due to cardiac trouble, improved so much that the attacks stopped after a few weeks' treatment. Three patients suffering from diabetes had eight, eleven, and fifty applications respectively. No improvement was noticed, and the last two cases, who were patients in the hospital and were being carefully dieted, showed no dimintition in the sugar output. The patient who had fifty treatments had a marked smell of acetone in her breath, and this disappeared after an hour's treatment, only to reappear a few hours later. On several occasions two hours' consecutive treatment was given without any beneficial effects. She died a fortnight after leaving the hospital.
The conclusion arrived at is that the diathermic current has a definite action on the movements of the intestinal canal, both in producing peristalsis and in checking vomiting and diarrhoea, and that this action takes place even when ordinary medicinal means have failed.
Case of Acne complicated by Intestinal Stasis in which a
General Improvement was Effected by Diathermy.
By H. W. BARBER, M.D.
THE patient gave the following history: As an infant she was exceptionally healthy, and was well, apart from attacks of chicken-pox and whooping-cough, until the age of 12. At this time her menses began, and she developed acne on her forehead, shoulders, and back. She states that "when the acne first appeared it was more like small blind boils, and, as it began to affect the shoulders and face, pustules took the place of boils, or a combination of both would appear." Apart from bran baths and laxatives, she had no treatment until the age of 16, when she was given a vaccine prepared by Burroughs, Wellcome and Co. for a period of six months. She is ignorant of the nature of the vaccine and of the doses she received. Her condition was rather worse than better at the end of this time. When aged 171 she had another six months' course of vaccines, but no improvement followed. After some unsuccessful attempts an autogenous vaccine was prepared, and she was given injections with this when aged 18i.
There was considerable improvement in her condition after nine months' treatment, but a severe cold apparently caused a relapse. During this time she was also receiving local treatment by massage, ointments, powders, and baths. She also found herself compelled to take a laxative every day.
In June, 1913, she received treatment by small doses of X-rays, and later by hyperawmia and ionization. Owing to the amQunt of scarring caused by the pustules she was also given twelve injections of fibrolysin. During this period, also, she was having injections of stock acne vaccines. In December of the same year she had attacks of severe abdominal pain in the right side, which were thought to be due to a mild attack of
